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Abstract
Theories of artistic diffusion played a prominent role in art historical scholarship 
of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, but more recently diffusionism 
has fallen from favor, in part because of its association with the reductive applica-
tions of an earlier era. Yet important advances in diffusion, network, and adoption 
analysis forged in the social sciences since the mid-twentieth century—which have 
not yet actively impacted art historical inquiry—offer new possibilities for theo-
rizing artistic diffusion. This article evaluates diffusionism in its newer forms and 
explores the usefulness of these theories for the analysis of medieval cross-cultural 
artistic transmission, specifically the middle Byzantine adoption of the medieval 
Chinese feng huang bird. A shift in emphasis from the rate and extent of adop-
tion to questions of how and why individual instances of adoption were carried 
out features prominently in current diffusion analysis techniques and is useful for 
the study of medieval luxury objects, which are typically characterized by small 
sample sets of limited dissemination that nonetheless suggest varied and complex 
processes of adoption. In keeping with the aims of this volume, attention is paid to 
articulating methods and terminology that hold potential for application to other 
subfields of premodern art history.
WheTher self-ConsCIouslY or noT, art historians tend to operate accord-
ing to an assumption of diffusion, that is to say, we presume that artistic styles, 
motifs, and meanings spread from one area to another and that this process can 
be plotted and its significance interpreted. Theories of artistic diffusion enjoyed 
popularity in late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century scholarship.1 Diffusion 
continues to play a prominent role in recent studies of innovation transmission in 
the fields of public health, media studies, sociology, and political science, among 
others.2 But within premodern art history and its sibling disciplines of anthropol-
ogy and archaeology, diffusionism has fallen from favor, in part because of its asso-
ciation with overly reductive, universalist applications, particularly those of the 
early twentieth century.3 While techniques for the analysis of diffusion phenomena 
have continued to evolve in the social sciences, these methodological developments 
have not been brought to bear on art historical studies.
rudolf Wittkower’s famous study of 1939, “eagle and serpent: A study in the 
Migration of symbols,” which traces a motif of animal attack across a dramatically 
broad geographic, chronological, and cultural span, has come to epitomize the 
shortcomings of the diffusionist approach in art history.4 Wittkower demonstrates 
an impressive command of iconography from a diversity of world cultures, arguing 
that images of an eagle attacking a snake are fundamentally connected across time 
  (opposite)
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and space. he proposes that in all these contexts the motif maintained a consistent, 
essential significance, communicating the victory of good over evil. Yet his empha-
sis on symbolic commonality causes him to neglect or minimize important differ-
ences among the various instances of the motif that may have inflected its meaning, 
including their lack of stylistic unity and disparities among the contexts in which 
they appeared. In addition, some of his arguments for communications between 
discrete cultural and historical contexts are tenuous. Criticism of Wittkower’s 
and similarly bold applications of diffusionism is certainly well-founded. Yet the 
rejection of some diffusionist methodologies does not change the fact that the phe-
nomenon of diffusion continues to be relevant to studies of cross-cultural artistic 
exchange and, more recently, concepts of artistic “globalism,” “trans-culturation,” 
and cultural “encounter.”5 
This essay revisits the concept of diffusion as it relates to a case study of medieval 
cross-cultural artistic transmission, suggesting that revisions to traditional tech-
niques of analysis offer a productive means of restructuring consideration of medi-
eval artistic exchange. These new models—which fall under the general rubrics of 
network and adoption analysis—attend to individual instances of the adoption of 
new ideas and forms, judging micro-processes and -contexts as essential to under-
standing the success and failure of diffusion.6 They offer useful models for analyz-
ing the small sample sets of limited dissemination that typify medieval luxury arts.
My case study is a group of six middle Byzantine (ca. 843–1204) works of art, 
each of which depicts the medieval Chinese feng huang bird (as seen in figs. 1 and 
3–7).7 They include two silver cups (figs. 9–10), a lead seal (fig. 12), a manuscript 
headpiece (fig. 13), an ivory triptych (fig. 14), and a purple-dyed ivory box (fig. 
15). All these objects are small-scale works that fall within the traditional art his-
torical category of “minor” or “decorative” arts. I prefer the term “portable arts,” 
which avoids the value judgment inherent in “minor” and “decorative,” emphasiz-
ing instead the distinctive property of mobility that is common to these works of 
art.8 The objects date from the early tenth to early eleventh century, and their valu-
able media, refined craftsmanship, and/or association with the Byzantine social 
elite qualify them as luxury items.
In art historical literature, the feng huang is often referred to as a phoenix, but its 
form and meaning are distinct from those of the roman–Byzantine phoenix bird. 
The latter has a compact body, long legs, and a small head; it is usually depicted 
standing and haloed (see fig. 2). The phoenix’s ability to regenerate from its own 
ashes led to its association with imperial succession and renewal in the pagan tra-
dition and the resurrection of Christ in the Christian tradition.9 earlier art his-
torical studies conflate the phoenix and feng huang, but this elision inappropriately 
domesticates the motif, suppressing its exotic character and minimizing the phe-
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nomenon of diffusion it evinces. In order to retain recognition of the bird’s foreign 
origin, I employ exclusively the Chinese term for the animal.10
The feng huang appears very rarely in non-Chinese works of art prior to the 
Mongol conquest in the mid-thirteenth century.11 Indeed, to my knowledge, the six 
Byzantine objects that form the focus of this study are the only works of art pro-
duced outside China before circa 1250 that employ the motif. The fact that adop-
tion of the feng huang was restricted to the upper echelons of Byzantine society 
and did not spread extensively throughout Byzantine artistic production renders 
it ill-suited for a traditional diffusionist study, which would assess a large-scale 
phenomenon and the rate and extent of its successful adoption. In contrast, net-
work analysis—with its emphasis on the micro-process of adoption in individual 
instances—can be productively applied to situations of small-scale cross-cultural 
artistic transmission. In adapting these revised social science models to the study 
of medieval artistic dissemination, this essay contributes new perspective on the 
larger topic of cross-cultural artistic exchange in the premodern world, in particu-
lar by drawing attention to the tendency of medieval art history to under-theo-
rize instances of inter-cultural artistic adoption that are attested in only limited or 
unique examples. such situations should not be excluded from the broader discus-
sion as aberrations or exceptions. rather they attest to a category of cross-cultural 
exchange for which small data sets are the norm.
Instead of focusing on the logistics of transmission of the feng huang or the 
physical maps of diffusion that these transferences created, my investigation fore-
grounds questions of reception and “cognitive geography,” that is to say, Byzantine 
2
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floor mosaic from the Villa of 
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attitudes toward foreign places and peoples and the artistic forms that served as 
their surrogates.12 This emphasis is dictated in part by the limited evidence doc-
umenting the process of the feng huang’s movement to the west, which makes it 
impossible to arrive at any definitive explanations of the mechanics of its transfer-
ence. But the approach is also motivated by an abiding interest in what adoption of 
the feng huang might reflect about Byzantine attitudes toward exotic eastern cul-
tures. This essay operates from the premise that Byzantine viewers’ understanding 
of foreign works of art was embedded in (and can be deduced from) the ways that 
Byzantine patrons and designers chose to redeploy these models in their own artis-
tic production. 
In response to the call of this volume to theorize the method and vocabulary 
for the investigation of cross-cultural interactions, the present study posits a set 
of analytical terms that develop from the work of several scholars of premodern 
art history. furthermore, the investigation is informed by revisions to diffusionism 
that take interest in the “failure” of innovations to disseminate throughout soci-
ety and in the motivations and strategies behind their successful and unsuccessful 
adoptions.13 first the historical context within which the feng huang migrated from 
its Chinese origin to its Byzantine destination is briefly outlined, along with the 
limited but important evidence for direct and indirect diplomatic and commercial 
connections between these cultures during the late antique and medieval eras. The 
discussion then turns to diffusionism and network analysis, highlighting methods 
and terms that are productive—as well as those that are limiting—for the study of 
Byzantine objects depicting the feng huang. At the fore of this study are the concepts 
of adoption, appropriation, and expropriation, which I define as follows: Adoption 
is a neutral term, which refers to the act of employing an exogenous—and there-
fore innovative—form. Appropriation refers to instances of adoption in which the 
original form is reconfigured in order to serve better the intentions or needs of the 
adopters while still retaining an affiliation with its source. expropriation entails a 
more radical reworking of the initial form, which results in a greater degree of dis-
location from its original context and more extensive incorporation into the adopt-
ing culture’s stylistic or semantic traditions.14 
The subsequent analysis of the six instances in which the feng huang appears 
on Byzantine objects demonstrates how terms generated from earlier models 
for cross-cultural artistic exchange can be applied to the case study of this motif. 
special attention is paid to distinguishing the different dynamics at play in each 
3a
3b
Detail of 3a.
3a
Armrest covered with a brocade 
textile, Tang dynasty, eighth century. 
silk, length 78.2 cm. shosoin Treasury, 
national Museum, nara, Japan. 
Photograph © shosoin Treasury, 
national Museum, nara, Japan
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instance of adoption, illuminating the way in which the six objects bespeak distinct 
types and degrees of appropriation and expropriation. In this respect, I emphasize 
the agency of Byzantine artists and patrons in selecting and negotiating this foreign 
motif and the significance of these individual instances of adoption to our broader 
understanding of Byzantine cross-cultural artistic interaction.15
From East to West: The Migration of the Feng Huang
The distinguishing features of the feng huang as it appears on Byzantine objects 
include the full, fluidly rendered wings, thin legs, pronounced head comb, and 
standing (as opposed to flying) pose.16 The bird is typically surrounded by dense 
foliage, a feature in keeping with Chinese literary tradition, which notes that the 
feng huang would alight only on branches of the paulownia tree.17 Although the 
majority of the most compelling comparanda for the feng huang in Byzantine art 
dates to the Tang dynasty (618–907 ce) (figs. 1 and 3–5), viable models are also 
found in art produced under the liao (907–1125 ce) (figs. 6 and 7) and song (960–
1279 ce) dynasties, which inherited and imitated Tang models. The long period of 
Tang rule was marked by relative unity and peace. In striking contrast, the tenth to 
eleventh centuries (when the feng huang appears in Byzantine art) witnessed politi-
cal insecurity and dissolution. During this era China was ruled by several dynas-
ties, some of whom reigned coterminously in different regions of the former Tang 
empire. The liao (an ethnically non-Chinese dynasty of Turco-Mongol origin) 
controlled the north and northwest of China while the south was successively ruled 
by the five Dynasties (907–960) and the song.
4 5
4
Mirror, Tang dynasty, 618–907. 
Bronze, width 26.4 cm. freer Gallery 
of Art, Purchase, f1929.17
5
ornaments in the shape of the feng 
huang, Tang dynasty, late seventh 
to early eighth century. Gold sheet, 
height 5.1 cm. Collection of Myron 
s. falk, Jr., new York. Photograph © 
Werner forman / Art resource, nY
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In late antique and medieval Chinese culture, the feng huang was associated 
with the south and appears with other animals symbolizing the cardinal direc-
tions.18 Along with the dragon and the deer, the feng huang emerged in the han era 
(206 bce–220 ce) as a protective animal. for this reason, it was depicted exten-
sively on funerary monuments, a practice that continued into the Tang period.19 
During the Tang dynasty, however, important changes in artistic style took place. 
These transformations were stimulated in part by new models from western 
sources that moved eastward along the silk road during the seventh and the first 
half of the eighth century, when China endeavored to strengthen control over its 
Central Asian periphery in order to reinforce its northern borders against inva-
sion.20 At this time, the indigenous Chinese motif of the feng huang was gradually 
transferred from monumental—especially funerary—decoration to small-scale 
objects, some of which combined the Chinese bird motif with features adopted 
from western, especially sasanian art.21 
spurred in part by the influx of foreign works of art from western regions such 
as Persia, early Tang artists increasingly incorporated animal motifs into the deco-
ration of portable objects, including ceramic vessels (fig. 1), textiles (fig. 3), mir-
rors (fig. 4), jewelry (fig. 5), and metal vessels.22 Yet it is important to note that 
although the feng huang is often associated with the larger phenomenon of western 
cultural influx during the Tang era, no evidence suggests that the bird itself was 
6
6
Crown from the tomb of Princess 
Chen, liao period, 1018 or earlier. 
Gilded silver, height 30 cm, diameter 
19.5 cm. research Institute of 
Cultural relics and Archaeology of 
Inner Mongolia. from shen, Gilded 
Splendor, 102–103
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understood as a foreign motif. han-era depictions of the standing feng huang show 
strong similarities to the type that appears in Tang, some liao, and all Byzantine 
works of art, indicating that this motif possesses a distinctly Chinese, rather than 
foreign, origin.
Post-Tang dynasties were greatly influenced by Tang models, and, as noted 
above, the feng huang was one of many motifs imitated in works of art produced 
under the liao (figs. 6 and 7) and song dynasties.23 Throughout medieval Chinese 
history, the feng huang appeared on luxury objects in the most prestigious materi-
als, such as silk, gold, and silver. The meaning of the feng huang shifted over time, 
but it was consistently understood as an auspicious and distinguished sign associ-
ated with rulers—especially the empress—and the divine recognition of virtuous 
leadership.24 for instance, the feng huang decorates a liao-era crown found in the 
tomb of Princess Chen, which dates to circa 1018 (fig. 6).25 
There survives no evidence for the specific pathway of transmission that the 
feng huang followed to Byzantium. still, given the formal affinity between the 
Chinese models and Byzantine imitations, it is reasonable to assume that the 
motif reached Byzantium via a work of medieval Chinese art that found its way 
to the capital, Constantinople.26 This hypothesis is supported by the fact that the 
standing feng huang does not feature prominently, if at all, in works of Islamic or 
Central Asian art produced prior to the mid-thirteenth century. Indeed evidence 
in monumental art for the westward movement of the feng huang appears to 
stop abruptly at the Caves of Dunhuang, an oasis city located in northwest China 
on the eastern edge of the Taklamakan Desert and the point of convergence for 
the major western branches of the silk road (see fig. 8). These caves preserve 
important Tang wall paintings in which the standing feng huang is repeatedly 
depicted, particularly on the clothing of high-status women.27 Given its location 
at a key juncture along the silk road, Dunhuang operated as a point of transition 
into and out of Chinese culture, which further supports the notion that the feng 
huang was an expressly Chinese motif of limited westward diffusion prior to the 
thirteenth century.
7
7
Pillow, liao period, tenth century. 
Gold and wood, height 10.1 cm, 
width 37.8 cm, depth 23.2 cm. Musée 
Cernuschi, Paris, MC 2003-6. 
Photograph © Philippe Joffre / Musée 
Cernuschi / roger Viollet
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Chinese historical records allude to diplomatic missions conducted between 
China and Byzantium, providing one possible means of direct cross-cultural artis-
tic exchange, especially of luxury portable goods. These delegations would have 
been limited in number, however, with the majority dating to the seventh and 
eighth centuries, significantly prior to the period during which the Byzantine 
objects depicting the feng huang are thought to have been produced, in the tenth 
to eleventh centuries.28 still, Chinese sources record at least one later embassy from 
Byzantium, dated to 1081 during the song dynasty, which maintains the possibil-
ity of the exchange of works of art as diplomatic gifts in the middle Byzantine era. 
Additional embassies may have taken place in 1091, with the song sending a delega-
tion and gifts to the West, although the Chinese sources are unclear as to whether 
the destination, the land of “fu-lin,” should be understood as Byzantium or some 
other medieval polity.29
Another potential means of transference is trade. A brief consideration of the 
east–west commercial routes in operation during the late antique and medieval eras 
illustrates the expansive distance separating the Byzantine capital, Constantinople, 
from the Tang capital, Chang’an (see fig. 8), but these vast spaces were bridged by 
vibrant networks connecting far-flung regions. numerous intermediary cultural 
and commercial centers punctuated the long journey from Chang’an to Constanti-
nople, providing dynamic markets where people met and goods were exchanged. of 
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particular note, mercantile cities such as samarkand in sogdiana and Dunhuang (see 
fig. 8) offered points of transference.30 In many instances merchants would travel 
only a segment of the silk road, selling their goods at interim depots. furthermore, 
the ceremonial, political, and commercial capital of the Islamic Abbasid empire at 
Baghdad (750–1258) (see fig. 8) offered a potential way station for imported goods 
between the far eastern and far western ends of the silk road.31 In Byzantium, luxury 
wares, especially textiles, were synonymous with eastern origin such that the early 
tenth-century Byzantine code for regulating commercial practices in Constanti-
nople, The Book of the Eparch, cites a special term for objects, especially silks, com-
ing from the Abbasid empire: “Bagdadíkia.”32 In addition, long-distance shipping 
routes between China, India, and the Mediterranean passed via the red sea to the 
fatimid Caliphate in egypt beginning in at least the tenth century.33 evidence of the 
impact of these commercial networks is found in Abbasid and fatimid works of art, 
especially ceramics that copy Chinese models. Imitations of Tang sancai (three-
color “splash” ware) and liao two-color vessels offer important examples of the 
impact that Chinese ceramics exercised on medieval Islamic production.34 Chinese 
ceramic vessels were also prized as diplomatic gifts, passing from Chinese to Islamic 
courts, between Islamic rulers, and from Islamic courts to Byzantium.35
As a result of these active and varied commercial and diplomatic connections 
among diverse medieval groups, it is entirely possible that individual objects lost 
their specific cultural associations as they moved from one region to another. This 
would be especially probable in instances of sporadic and/or mediated cross-cul-
tural communications, such as those that characterize the limited relations between 
Byzantium and China.36 It is important to note, therefore, that although we today 
are able to identify the feng huang as a medieval Chinese motif, Byzantine viewers 
were not necessarily cognizant of its specific geographic or cultural origin. They 
may have identified the feng huang with an intermediary group, most likely one of 
the major commercial cities of the medieval Islamic world, or perhaps some other 
exotic realm, like India.37 Indeed contacts between Chinese and Islamic courts and 
markets were more active than those between Byzantium and China.38 for the Byz-
antines, therefore, the feng huang may have been an emphatically foreign motif, but 
one of generic or ambiguous origin.
It is often assumed that the feng huang would have reached Byzantium via tex-
tiles, which were lightweight and not prone to breakage, making them well-suited 
for long-distance travel. Yet no examples of medieval Chinese textiles with Byz-
antine provenance are attested. In fact, the best-known example of the feng huang 
motif in a Tang-era textile is preserved in a monastery treasury at shosoin, Japan, 
and survived only because it was kept in storage and therefore relatively undis-
turbed from the medieval era to the present (fig. 3).39 Byzantine importation of 
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Chinese silks declined after the sixth century, when an independent silk industry in 
Byzantium began to expand significantly in quantity and quality of production.40 
By the tenth century, Byzantine silk production was on a par with that of any medi-
eval culture, and the importation of foreign textiles was selective, focusing primar-
ily on Islamic products. 
While textiles remain a possible vehicle for the transference of the feng huang 
motif to Byzantium, additional media should be considered. for instance, archaeo-
logical evidence dates the impact of Chinese ceramics on Abbasid and fatimid pro-
duction to the tenth and eleventh centuries, coinciding with the date range of feng 
huang motifs in Byzantine works of art.41 Tang-era ceramic ewers showing the feng 
huang on one side (fig. 1) and a mounted hunter on the other are among the most 
numerous preserved depictions of the motif, raising the possibility that the feng 
huang might have been circulated via this medium. other potential vehicles include 
metalwork, such as mirrors, boxes, and jewelry. some of the closest medieval Chi-
nese parallels for the feng huang on Byzantine portable objects are found in Tang and 
liao gold and silver. Many medieval metal vessels are surprisingly light, and metal-
work is known to have been transported over great distances in the Middle Ages, 
arguing in favor of maintaining the possibility of transference via these media.42 
A New Approach to Artistic Diffusion
having surveyed the possible means of transmission, a traditional diffusion study 
would amass a significant data sample for the appearance of the feng huang in Byz-
antine art and plot the rate and extent of its diffusion over time, seeking to establish 
at what point the innovation can be said to have saturated the intended audience or 
market. According to the well-known model devised by everett rogers, five levels 
of progressive degrees of diffusion, each representing a different category of adopt-
ers, would be charted: innovators, early adopters, early majority, late majority, and 
laggards.43 But several characteristic features of medieval luxury objects make it 
difficult, if not impossible, to apply this approach. 
first, luxury objects are, by definition, exclusive and therefore not necessarily 
well-positioned to be adopted throughout society. Instead, they are meant to be 
produced and used at the restricted levels of “innovators” and perhaps to a limited 
degree among “early adopters.”44 Certainly in many cases luxury goods are imitated 
by the broader population and thereby diffuse throughout society, but as a result, 
their defining feature of exclusivity is lost. Therefore, it might be argued that the 
non-material value of luxury objects is measured in part by their lack of satura-
tion: their failure to diffuse is a mark of their success. for this reason, the feng huang 
motif and other instances of cross-cultural, elite-level artistic diffusion require a 
modified method that accommodates small samples of limited dissemination. 
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second, early diffusion models tend to neglect the qualitative distinctions 
among different instances of adoption. They are primarily concerned with the 
rates and extent of diffusion, not with the individual decisions that people exercise 
in determining whether to adopt an innovation. In the analysis of the feng huang 
motif, little if any attention would be paid to the particular contexts of its appear-
ance in the six different Byzantine works of art. As noted above, the more nuanced 
techniques of network and adoption analysis consider the factors contributing to 
successful adoptions as well as the reasons behind adoption failure or discontinu-
ation of adoption.45 These analytical models are distinguished by their focus on 
micro-processes of diffusion. They consider qualitative factors, such as different 
motivations for and types of adoption.46 
The six middle Byzantine objects that depict the feng huang have been the focus 
of discrete studies that address to varying degrees issues of provenance, stylistic 
sources, and iconographic programs. In addition, most members of the group are 
discussed by etele Kiss in an article of 1999.47 Kiss focuses on questions of chro-
nology and stylistic morphology rather than the motivations for the inclusion of 
the Chinese motif or the qualitative distinctions between different instances of its 
adoption.
one of the reasons that scholars avoid questions of intention and reception in 
instances of premodern cross-cultural artistic interaction is the relative dearth of 
textual evidence explaining why an artist or patron decided to adopt a given motif, 
or how audiences responded to artistic innovations.48 It is no doubt for this reason 
that diffusionism played an important early role and remains relevant in the study 
of ornament.49 for instance, James Trilling advocates the validity of diffusionism 
for understanding the spread of decorative motifs throughout various traditions 
and media of medieval art.50 he offers a useful model for navigating the slippery 
borders between ornament and iconography, between aesthetics and meaning, an 
approach especially applicable to motifs like the feng huang, which did not neces-
sarily preserve their semantic content in tandem with their formal features as they 
moved across cultural borders. Trilling accommodates a lack of textual evidence 
about adopters—about the people who decide to use a new motif or form—by 
analyzing works of art as records of adoption. similarly, Byzantine objects depict-
ing the feng huang can serve as “primary sources” for the intentions behind appro-
priations of the motif, which can be accessed through visual scrutiny of formal 
features and careful analysis of a motif ’s relation to the artistic programs in which 
it appears. This approach draws in part on theories of material culture studies that 
emphasize the “social life of things,” the idea that objects are not passive tools of 
cultural expression, but instead operate as active agents of social meaning and 
communication. The receptions and uses they experience as they move among dif-
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ferent contexts are equally if not more significant than questions of production and 
provenance.51 
In revisiting diffusionism, I propose a shift in focus from the mechanics of dif-
fusion over space and time and the effort to link disparate examples of a broadly 
disseminated motif in semantic terms. Instead I draw attention to micro-pro-
cesses of adoption in individual instances and argue that while the feng huang 
may convey specific meaning in some of its Byzantine iterations, there is no rea-
son to presume (pace Wittkower) that the motif maintained its original signifi-
cance—or any other single meaning—as it was transmitted.52 The multiple and 
distinct iterations of the feng huang together attest to the range of modes within 
which Byzantine makers and users might operate when deploying foreign motifs. 
The varied uses of the feng huang demonstrate the flexibility and sophistication of 
Byzantine designers and craftsmen, who negotiated and reworked foreign artistic 
sources. In line with this interpretation, I emphasize the agency of the adopting 
culture in the process of artistic exchange, thereby affirming the consensus of 
art historical discourse that insists on the conscious and active nature of artistic 
appropriation and expropriation, particularly in instances of cross-cultural inter-
action.53
The close readings of individual objects employed in this study help to avoid a 
major pitfall of earlier diffusionist studies, which superficially assess a large data 
sample and disassociate individual motifs or elements from the objects and pro-
grams that constitute their original contexts of depiction. By focusing instead on a 
limited number of examples, this investigation privileges the changing contexts in 
which the same motif was situated in order to assess the distinct choices and inten-
tions to which these differences allude.54 I characterize the individual iterations of 
the motif according to both style of execution and, when relevant, potential icono-
graphic content, insisting that while form and meaning can be distinguished from 
one another, they are not mutually exclusive.55 
Terms of Analysis
Within this qualitative, small-scale method of analysis, the characterization of dif-
ferent kinds of adoption becomes the primary task. for this endeavor, there exist 
several useful models. In particular, richard ettinghausen provides a taxonomic 
approach to consideration of the impact of roman models on sasanian art, and 
Marian feldman offers classifications for the analysis of cross-cultural artistic 
adoption in diplomatic gifts exchanged in ancient Mesopotamia.56 like the current 
investigation, their corpora are limited in number, but by focusing on the qualita-
tive aspects of individual instances of artistic diffusion, they maximize the poten-
tial significance of the extant evidence. Their terminology, outlined here, offers a 
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standard vocabulary for the following analysis of the adoption of the feng huang 
motif in Byzantine works of art. 
ettinghausen identifies three primary modes to characterize the way that Greco-
roman artistic models were employed in sasanian art.57 The first mode, “transfer,” 
is an act of unmediated copying. It involves “taking over of shapes or concepts as 
they stand, without change or further development.”58 The second mode, “adop-
tion,” refers to “artistic forms [that are] transferred from one region to another and 
remodeled according to novel principles,” which “differ so much from their origi-
nal configurations that their true identities become obscured.”59 As noted above, I 
define “adoption” in more neutral terms as any act of cross-cultural transmission. 
still, I endorse ettinghausen’s concept, characterizing it as “adaptation” in order 
to emphasize the active reworking that I understand to be at the core of his defini-
tion. he qualifies the third and final mode as “integration,” “a form of interchange, 
[in which] it is difficult to say which is the giver and which the receiver.”60 feldman 
identifies a similar dynamic at work in her material, characterizing the phenom-
enon as a process of hybridization that produced a “supra-regional,” international 
visual language, in which “specific channels of foreign inspiration cannot be clearly 
traced.”61 This category is not applicable within Byzantine uses of the feng huang, 
but does resonate well with other situations of cross-cultural artistic interaction in 
the premodern world. 
for my remaining terms, I shift to feldman’s identification of an indigenous 
tradition in which local features are combined with conspicuously foreign elements 
in a single object with the result that both sources remain distinctly recognizable.62 
Within this phenomenon, I emphasize the “strategic juxtaposition” of disparate 
elements, which draws the viewer’s attention to the contrast between indigenous 
and foreign features. like feldman, I note that these contrasts generate meanings 
that depended on the producer’s ability to control and distinguish between local 
and foreign forms.63 such objects resist “integration” of exotic elements in order to 
maximize the semantic potential of stylistic and cultural alterity. 
a
a
Cup, Byzantine, discovered in Dune 
on the Island of Gotland, sweden, 
tenth or eleventh century. silver, 
height 6 cm, diameter at lip 10.6 
cm. historiska Museet, stockholm, 
6849:5. from Andersson, Mediaeval 
Drinking Bowls, pl. 15a
b
Detail of 9a. from Andersson, 
Mediaeval Drinking Bowls, pl. 15b
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Adoption Analysis of the Feng Huang in Middle Byzantine Works of Art
returning to the Byzantine examples of the feng huang motif, these different types 
of adoption can now be exemplified. The first mode is relatively straightforward, 
and is effectively described by ettinghausen’s term “transfer.” A transfer retains the 
character of its source and shows only the most limited adaptation to the adopt-
ing culture’s formal and semantic traditions. Three of the six feng huang examples 
adhere exclusively to this description, and two of these objects are silver cups.64 one 
cup was discovered in a fourteenth-century hoard buried in Dune on the island of 
Gotland, sweden (figs. 9a and b).65 The specific circumstances surrounding the 
object’s movement from Byzantium to scandinavia are unknown, but by the ninth 
century, scandinavia was connected with silk road and Mediterranean commer-
cial routes via the Baltic sea and land and river passages to Constantinople. Trade 
between Byzantium and scandinavia was particularly active in the tenth and elev-
enth centuries. The so-called Varangian guards, scandinavian mercenaries who 
served as elite soldiers for the emperor in Constantinople, may also have trans-
ferred Byzantine works of art and coins to the north.66 The other cup was uncov-
ered in the Kama region of Plehanovo, russia, but is now lost (figs. 10a and b).67 It 
may have also traveled from Byzantium along northern trade routes.
each vessel depicts the feng huang in the company of lions, a combination that 
appears in Tang objects (see fig. 4). These parallels further strengthen the argu-
ment for a direct transfer from a Tang (or Tang-inspired liao or song) model. The 
animals in both Tang and middle Byzantine examples are depicted in comparable 
environments of floral and vegetal patterns. The cups recall vessels that were pro-
duced in the Central Asian region of sogdiana (and imported to Tang China) as 
well as those manufactured in China by sogdian craftsmen who had settled there 
(fig. 11).68 no evidence suggests, however, that a Byzantine viewer would have been 
equipped to make such distinctions between sogdian versus Chinese features and 
origins. There is no basis on which to read a semantic dimension in these transfers. 
They instead reflect a desire to imitate a foreign model in a direct fashion so as to 
capture its aesthetic and perhaps prestige value.
A third example of the feng huang has not, to my knowledge, been previously 
identified. It is found on a lead seal that likely dates to the early tenth century (fig. 
12). Although the material of this object is humble, the seal served to authenticate 
the documents of a mid-ranking Byzantine courtier, whose name, title, and office 
are recorded on the reverse: John, imperial spatharokandidatos and dioiketes.69 The 
motif of the feng huang served as a personal emblem of this relatively elite individ-
ual and therefore is affiliated with the upper levels of Byzantine artistic production 
represented by the other five instances of adoption. The feng huang is shown in a 
a
a, b
Drawing and unrolled view of a 
cup, Byzantine, discovered in the 
Kama region of Plehanovo, russia, 
tenth or eleventh century. silver. 
Current location unknown. from 
Vladislav Petrovich Darkevich, 
Khudozhestvennyi metall Vostoka 
VIII–XIII (Moscow: nauka, 1976), 
pls. 57.1 and 2
b
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blank field, with no additional iconography to contextualize it. It is best under-
stood as an instance of transfer, although the emblematic nature of the representa-
tion suggests that particular value was placed on the motif as a mark of status or 
possibly propitiousness.
A fourth feng huang motif is found in a mid-tenth-century copy of a Byzantine 
secular manuscript on horse care, the Hippiatrica (Berlin, staatsbibliothek, Cod. 
Phillips 1538, fol. 41r).70 In one headpiece are depicted feng huang birds standing on 
palmette leaves (figs. 13a and b). At either side, additional birds, possibly pheas-
ants, are interspersed in the tendrils. headpieces in other folios of the manuscript 
depict fantastic animals, such as griffins, encircled by abstract vegetal rinceaux 
(fol. 29r). The text was compiled in the imperial scriptorium during the reign of 
Constantine VII Porphyrogennetos (r. 945–59) from earlier works by roman and 
Byzantine authors.71 The manuscript is an extremely luxurious object. Measuring 
26.5 by 29.6 centimeters and consisting of 394 folia, its size and extent are unusu-
ally substantial. It boasts high-quality parchment, elegant calligraphy, sumptuous 
headpieces, and intricate border ornaments. Many of the decorations are elabo-
rated with gold leaf. 
The use of the feng huang in the headpiece might at first be interpreted as a sim-
ple transfer, yet several important features point to a different dynamic. It illustrates 
an instance of adaptation, albeit at a low level. The individual motifs, including the 
feng huang, but also the vegetal and floral elements, are recognizably Chinese in ori-
gin. It is possible that the artist was working from a textile model (for example, fig. 
3), which would have approximated the carpet design in the manuscript. Both tex-
tile and manuscript possess a two-dimensional format and an all-over distribution 
of repeating motifs. At the same time, and unlike the silver cups, the manuscript 
page adapts the feng huang to a new medium and composition even though stylisti-
cally it remains close to a Chinese model. 
2

Cup, Tang dynasty, early eighth 
century. silver, height 6.4 cm, width 
7.8 cm. freer Gallery of Art, Purchase, 
1930.51
2
seal of John, imperial 
spatharokandidatos and dioiketes, 
Byzantine, tenth century. lead, 
diameter 24 mm, thickness 3 mm. 
Dumbarton oaks, Washington, 
D.C., 58.106.5350. Photograph 
© Dumbarton oaks, Byzantine 
Collection, Washington, D.C.
24	 alicia	walker
The context of its depiction, a decorative border in a book on horse care, raises 
the question of the motivation for the selection of a foreign motif to adorn this 
particular object. The feng huang might have been considered appropriate for this 
handbook because of its association with the animal world, or perhaps its exotic 
character was thought to resonate with the secular information found in the manu-
script.72 Indeed, sections of the Hippiatrica address the use of pharmaceuticals in 
horse care, and these medicines often employed spices, such as cinnamon, ginger, 
and pepper, that came from exotic regions of the east.73 It is, of course, also possible 
that the motifs were generic decorative forms intended to convey luxury and status 
in a broad sense. 
While the interpretation of any specific meaning for the feng huang’s inclusion 
in the manuscript headpiece remains hypothetical, the object was certainly asso-
ciated with the highest level of patronage, that of the imperial circle.74 like other 
encyclopedic handbooks produced under the auspices of Constantine VII, the Hip-
piatrica was most likely intended for minimal circulation within a limited audi-
ence.75 These conditions would have undermined the potential diffusion of the 
motif throughout Byzantine society.
examples of transfer and low-level adaptation can be easily mistaken as the sole 
modes of cross-cultural interaction, particularly with regards to motifs that appear 
merely ornamental and situations in which little textual or historical evidence is 
available to explain the intentions behind a given adoption. But examples such as 
these supply important evidence for the broader phenomena of artistic contacts 
and help to highlight distinguishing features of more nuanced and semantically 
informed modes of appropriation and expropriation. 
A fifth example of the feng huang, found on the reverse of a tenth- or eleventh-
century Byzantine ivory triptych (figs. 14a and b), represents a much more thor-
ough instance of adaptation that operates on multiple levels and might even be 
3a
3b
3a
headpiece, Byzantine, tenth 
century. Pigment and gold foil on 
parchment, folio 26.5 x 29.6 cm. 
staatsbibliothek, Berlin, Cod. Phillips 
1538, fol. 41r. Photograph courtesy 
of the staatsbibliothek zu Berlin – 
Preußischer Kulturbesitz
3b
Detail of 13a. Photograph courtesy 
of the staatsbibliothek zu Berlin – 
Preußischer Kulturbesitz
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said to gesture toward integration. several birds in the medallions follow a Chinese 
model, including the one located in the second row from the top on the right (fig. 
14b). As in the Hippiatrica headpiece, the birds on the ivory panel are disassociated 
from their original source, but here the reworking of floral, foliate, and bird motifs 
is more extensive.76 The tendril frames resemble late antique and Byzantine models, 
indicating assimilation of the feng huang within a Byzantine stylistic and composi-
tional idiom.77 Although the alterity of the bird is still evident, it has shed some of its 
original formal distinctions, showing progression toward stylistic integration. This 
transformation is not, however, limited to formal aspects. The bird is more than an 
ornamental motif; it participates in a decidedly symbolic program, dictated by the 
large, jeweled cross at the center.78 While the silver cups, lead seal, and manuscript 
headpiece belong to the domain of secular art, the triptych is a Christian devotional 
object. The cross represents a sign of spiritual redemption in an otherworldly set-
ting. The panoply of well-ordered exotic birds and floral motifs evokes the garden 
of paradise. Although the feng huang has lost some of the stylistic distinctions of 
the Chinese model, its exotic character is still discernible and desirable. Allusion to 
the animal’s distant origin may have been intended to express the wondrous diver-
sity of the heavenly realm and its miraculous encompassing of the earth’s natural 
bounty, which includes animals from the farthest reaches of the earth.79 here the 
foreign motif serves a distinctly Christian program. As such, it has been appropri-
ated and adapted formally, but expropriated semantically from its Chinese model.
The sixth and final example of adoption is the most complex of all. A late tenth- 
or eleventh-century middle Byzantine purple-dyed ivory casket depicts two feng 
4a
4a
Back side and outer wings of a 
triptych, Byzantine (Constantinople), 
tenth or eleventh century. Ivory, height 
25.2 cm, width 33 cm (open). Museo 
sacro della Biblioteca Apostolica, 
Vatican City, 2441. Photograph © 
Collection of the Museo sacro of the 
Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana
4b
Detail of 14a. Photograph © 
Collection of the Museo sacro of the 
Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana
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huang birds, each positioned on one short end of the box (figs. 15a and b).80 The 
birds closely resemble medieval Chinese models, observing the distinctive charac-
teristics of the standing feng huang type. But while the precisely rendered birds are 
best characterized as stylistic transfers, the context of their depiction on the box 
suggests that a different semantic dynamic is at work. The front and back panels of 
the casket depict the royal hunt and the lid displays a scene of imperial adventus, or 
triumphal return to the capital city. These emphatically militaristic and victorious 
themes have prompted the suggestion that the Chinese bird operates here like a late 
antique roman–Byzantine phoenix, which, as noted above, was understood as a 
mythical animal of eastern origin that symbolized imperial renewal and political 
succession.81 Yet the Chinese feng huang does not resemble the roman–Byzantine 
phoenix in appearance, casting doubt on the notion that a Byzantine viewer would 
have equated the two birds (compare figs. 2 and 15b). If the designer of the Troyes 
Casket intended to emphasize continuity with the late antique iconographic motif 
and its meaning, presumably he would have used the familiar roman–Byzantine 
form. An argument for semantic domestication of the feng huang does not suffi-
ciently account for the stylistic alterity that the motif maintains in the Troyes Cas-
ket. The decision to employ the decidedly exotic feng huang implies a different set 
of intentions and meanings. 
Its expressly foreign character contrasts with other motifs on the ivory box, fur-
ther preventing a viewer from reading the bird as a Byzantine phoenix. The formal 
contrast between the bird and the vignettes of hunt and triumph emphasizes cul-
tural and geographic distance, perhaps in order to demonstrate that the dominion 
exercised by the imperial figures in the long panels extends to the farthest corners of 
the earth, encompassing the most exotic creatures of the natural world and the dis-
tant cultures they represent. The Chinese bird participates in a Byzantine semantic 
system, but not as a result of stylistic integration or semantic expropriation. Instead 
its meaning relies on the marshaling of stylistic alterity as a signifier in and of itself. 
The aesthetic friction generated by the strategic juxtaposition of styles in the long 
and short panels was essential to the object’s message of cultural difference and 
military conquest.
5a
5a 
Casket, Byzantine (Constantinople), 
tenth or eleventh century. Dyed ivory, 
height 13.4 cm, width 26.4 cm, depth 
13 cm. Cathedral Treasury, Troyes, 
france. © Trésor de la cathédrale de 
Troyes – Photograph Didier Vogel
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like the Hippiatrica headpiece, the Troyes Casket was a luxury object produced 
for imperial, or at least courtly, consumption. It would have likely circulated in a 
limited fashion, at the highest social levels. similarly, the silver cups and ivory trip-
tych would have been restricted in their production and subsequent social circula-
tion because of the valuable materials from which they were fabricated.82 Yet, like 
the lead seal, the non-imperial nature of the cups and triptych as well as their prac-
tical functions might have predisposed them to be more easily disseminated than 
the manuscript or casket.
In addition to the economic and social proscriptions that the patronage and 
media of these objects imply, the foreign character of the feng huang motif might 
also have proved an obstacle to its broader cultural diffusion. These examples sug-
gest that the more deeply the motif was absorbed into the program of a given work 
of art, the more extensively it was assimilated to Byzantine stylistic norms. The 
triptych and manuscript headpiece both show signs of this process, indicating the 
initial stages of the erasure of alterity.83 In the end, the emphatic cultural otherness, 
and the meanings that Byzantine viewers drew from this difference, might have 
prevented the feng huang from more extensive dissemination.84
Conclusions
These six works of art represent qualitatively different types of Byzantine adop-
tion of a Chinese model. My interpretation emphasizes the agency of the Byzan-
tine makers and users of these objects, who chose to appropriate foreign types to 
serve Byzantine interests and needs. The simplest of these modes was that of trans-
fer, whereby medieval Chinese sources were imitated directly and little stylistic 
or semantic transformation of the models took place. But we should not see this 
dynamic as necessarily earlier or less sophisticated than the others, nor should we 
take stylistic transfer as indicative of a less complex cognitive or semantic appro-
priation of a given model. Indeed the ivory casket shows an equally if not more 
direct transfer of a medieval Chinese stylistic type, but is the most subtle of the six 
examples in terms of the message the feng huang is marshaled to convey through 
strategic juxtaposition. These objects do not necessarily demonstrate a process of 
5b
5b
end panel of figure 15a. © Trésor de la 
cathédrale de Troyes – Photograph 
Didier Vogel
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evolution from one dynamic of adoption to the next. Behind each choice lie the 
aesthetic and ideological needs of the artist and patron as well as their abilities, both 
artistic and cognitive. Any one of these modes—transfer, adaptation, integration, 
or strategic juxtaposition—could be deployed at a given time. Indeed, as demon-
strated by the Troyes Casket, more than one of these dynamics could be at work in 
a single object. 
This case study of the Byzantine adoption of the feng huang motif demon-
strates the usefulness of returning to diffusion—via network analysis—in order 
to explore more deeply and systematically the transmission of artistic forms and 
meanings in the premodern era and in the cross-cultural context. A focus on the 
rate and extent of the adoption of the feng huang in Byzantium is unlikely to yield 
particularly informative conclusions because of the exclusive nature and lim-
ited production of the medieval luxury objects on which the motif appeared. But 
aspects of network analysis that assist in discerning qualitative distinctions among 
instances of adoption do offer useful perspective on this material. Careful scrutiny 
of the differences between the individual iterations of the feng huang reveals the 
flexibility of Byzantine makers and users in their deployment of this foreign model. 
A method that insists on qualitative distinctions among instances of adoption and 
is generated from the close reading of individual objects brings to light the sophis-
ticated nature of Byzantine cross-cultural appropriation and expropriation. In this 
way it offers perspective that can be applied productively to similar instances of 
small-scale but complex adoption in other situations of premodern cross-cultural 
artistic transmission.
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